lists under definition 3 (»comprehend, understand«) Zech 1:6; Sir 31:22 (= 34:22) as well as later works from the Middle Ages.3 In all these exilic and post-exilic passages listed above (where the word exhibits a figurative sense), a human is the subject of the verb and the object is usually a positive abstraction (e.g., »joy« or »wisdom«).
The development from a literal sense »overtake« to the figurative senses is likely due (at least in part) to analogy with ‫.מצא‬ The two verbs ‫ֹג(‬ ‫נש‬ and ‫)מצא‬ share a variety of senses: »overtake«, »overwhelm«, »have the means/ability« (in the last case where both verbs take ‫יד‬ »hand« as subject). In addition, ‫מצא‬ also conveys the sense of acquisition by a human of an abstract goal.4 It is used to indicate an encounter of something inimical, as well as to indicate understanding or comprehending things.5 The semantic link between the two verbs is also underlined in Ben Sira, where one finds ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ in one doublet and ‫מצא‬ in the other (e.g., Sir 31:22 [= 34:22] , discussed below). The semantic overlap between the verbs is important for our argument since the usages of ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ that are at issue have parallels with ‫.מצא‬ Despite the apparent agreement among the above resources regarding the meaning of ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ in the exilic/post-exilic passages, Ges 18 implies in its definition (»erreichen, einholen, ereilen … m. Akk d. Prs.«) that in Isa 35:10; 51:11, as well as in Sir 12:12 and 31:22 (= 34:22) the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ takes the human person as grammatical object. In effect, this implies that the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ does not attest the sense »acquire, obtain« in Isa 35:10; 51:11, and that it does not attest the sense »accept« or »understand« in Ben Sira at all. In addition, Ges 18 lists Sir 12:5 under this same definition and implies a possible intransitive sense to the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ with its note 3 Ya'akov Kena'ani, 'Oṣar ha-Lašon ha-'Ivrit li-tkufoteha ha-Šonot, vol. 11 (Masada/Jerusalem, 1960) [‬ (51:18 Ms B) . 5 Examples of these nuances are addressed below where relevant to our discussion of ‫ֹג‬ ‫.נש‬ At least some of the figurative senses of ‫מצא‬ appear in texts that are likely earlier than the exile, e.g., Judg 14:18, where ‫מצא‬ indicates understanding. »(?) intr.« and its translation »zweifach Böses wird eintreffen«. The understanding for ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ as expressed in Ges 18 is also found in other recent resources and translations, as described below.
The following note explains why ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ should be translated as »attain« in Isa 35:10 and 51:11, as »encounter« in Sir 12:5, and »accept« or »understand« in Sir 12:12 and 31:22 (= 34:22) . In each case, it seems more likely that a human is the grammatical subject and an abstraction is the grammatical object.
Isa 35:10 and 51:11
In the MT (that is, the Leningrad Codex), one finds essentially the same text in both Isaiah passages: ‫ואנחה‬ ‫יגון‬ ‫ונסו‬ ‫ישיגו‬ ‫ושמחה‬ ‫.ששון‬ This is the text of Isa 35:10; the text of 51:11 is the same, though the verbal form has a paragogic Nun: ‫.ישיגון‬ By contrast, in 1QIsa a , both passages contain the same verbal form that lacks the paragogic Nun. Based on the Hebrew text alone, there is no compelling reason to suppose that the verbs should be emended to ‫6.ישיגום*‬ As expressed above, I believe the proper translation of the verse is one in which the human is the subject of the verb: »they [those ransomed by the Lord] will attain joy and happiness and flee sorrow and moaning.« This is so for several different reasons.
First, if »joy and happiness« were the subject, then we would expect an object on the verb. Although commentators frequently cite passages where ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ occurs without an explicit direct object (e.g., Exod 15:9; 1Sam 30:8; and Ps 7:6), these are cases in which the verb has a human grammatical subject, not an abstraction.7 Where an abstraction (or similar noun) is the subject of ‫ֹג‬ ‫,נש‬ it always takes an explicit direct object (as a suffix): in the MT (Deut 28:2,15,45; Isa 59:9; Zech 1:6; and Ps 40:13); in Ben Sira (Sir 3:8 [Ms A]; 6:4 [Ms A]; 6:12 [Ms A, C]; 7:1 [Ms A, C]); and in the DSS (1Q22 1 i,10; 4Q300 9,1).8 Furthermore, in the analogous construction with ‫מצא‬ (occurring at least fourteen times in the MT and in the DSS), the verb also always takes a direct object.9 Such consistency seems unusual in Hebrew and suggests at least that the normal idiomatic usage of ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ with an abstraction as subject requires an explicit direct object.10 Second, although one might construe the Greek translation of the Isaianic passages as evidence of a verb with non-human subject, the other versions seem to support the translation with human subject. The Greek translates »joy will take hold [καταλήμψεται] of them.«11 Nevertheless, the Targum and Peshitta versions translate respectively: »they will find ‫)ישכחון(‬ joy and happiness« and »they will achieve (ndrkwn) pleasure and joy.« Similarly, note the Vulgate: »they will gain (tenebunt) joy and gladness.«12
Third, the version of Isa 35:10 in 1QIsa a and the representation of this same idea in Ben Sira implies a reading of the verb with a human subject. At Isa 35:10, 1QIsa a contains a prepositional phrase ‫בה‬ »in her (i. e., Zion)« following the verb ‫.ישיגו‬ Although a scribe has marked the letters of the prepositional phrase with cancellation dots, indicating it is a mistake, its presence still seems to imply that some ancient reader construed the preceding verb as taking a human subject, that is, the same subject as the preceding verb that indicates entrance to the city ‫ציון(‬ ‫ובאו‬ »they entered Zion«). The implied translation of Isa 35:10 in 1QIsa a would be: »they will attain joy and happiness in it (i. e., Zion)«.13 In Sir 15:6 (Ms A, B, Bm), one sees an expression that parallels that of Iso 35:10; 51:11, though in Ben Sira one finds ‫מצא‬ (not ‫ֹג‬ ‫.)נש‬ In this passage (which has two slightly different versions in the Hebrew manuscripts) the verb clearly has a human as subject. In one version (Ms A, Bm) the verb is 3ms: . 10 Admittedly, we should also assume that writers could push the language beyond how it was normally used. translates »Twofold evil will overtake you …«20 Schreiner and Norbert Peters have similar translations.21 This, I believe, is the less likely reading of the Hebrew.
The verb ‫תשיג‬ is more likely 2ms, based on most Greek mss (»for you will get [εὑρήσεις] twice as many bad things …«), as well as the consistency with which ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ (where it has an abstraction as subject) always takes an explicit direct object (like ‫;מצא‬ see the discussion of Isa 35:10 and 51:11 above).22 All the same, it should be noted that the Syriac (»A double wickedness comes over [mškḥ] you in the time of your need …«) and a minority of Greek mss (»it will find [εὑρήσει] your secrets«) presume a 3fs verb.23 The disparity in ancient translations suggests that the morphologically ambiguous phrase found in the Hebrew manuscript above is likely original, though in this context, let me emphasize again, the verb would most naturally be 2ms in Hebrew (pace Ges 18 et al.). Although analogous constructions with ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ (with human subject and negative abstraction as object) do not occur in the MT as it stands or in the DSS, the usage would be vaguely similar to other expressions involving ‫מצא‬ (e.g., »he found plague and shame« [Prov 6:33] ; »I found distress and sorrow« [Ps 116:3] ).
Furthermore, there is one possible example of ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ with human subject and negative abstraction as grammatical object in the MT, if one accepts the common emendation of ‫ג‬ ‫ּסַ‬ ‫יִ‬ in Mic 2:6 (usually parsed as 3ms qal imperfect of ‫:סוג‬ »it will depart« [BDB]) to ‫יג‬ ִ ֹ ‫ּש‬ ‫יַ‬ (see, e.g., BDB, HALOT).24 The resulting text might be translated »it (the house of Jacob [?]) will not encounter insults ‫.«)כלמות(‬ More naturally, we might suppose a third person plural subject or a second person subject, to match the subjects of the preceding verbs. And there is some evidence for the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ with a plural subject as well as with a second person subject. The Targum version of Mic 2:6 understood the word as ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ and translates with a plural First, the obvious disparity in gender (and perhaps number) between the verb in question ‫)תשיג(‬ and the following noun ‫)אמרי(‬ makes the understanding of this verb with »words« as the grammatical subject impossible for the Hebrew text. But, more than this, the verb seems to convey a sense of acceptance, recognition, or understanding not represented in these translations.
In Sir 12:12, ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ corresponds with verbs of knowing and perceiving in the Greek and Syriac. The Greek reads »and at last you will understand (ἐπιγνώσῃ) my words«; the Syriac reads »and at last you will know (td') my words«.31 In Sir 31:22 (= 34:22), although the Greek and Syriac attest the more common translation of ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ (i. e., εὑρίσκω, and škḥ), the context is so similar to Sir 12:12 that we can assume the sense »accept, understand« for ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ here, too.32
The verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ is also translated with »receive« or »accept« in two passages from the DSS, where the reception / acceptance seems to be cognitive in nature. The verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ is similar in these passages to the verb ‫לקח‬ where it takes the direct object ‫ר‬ ‫מֶ‬ ‫אֵ‬ in the MT.33 The clearest example from the scrolls is in 1QS VI,14: ‫יביאהו‬ ‫מוסר‬ ‫ישיג‬ ‫ואם‬ »if he accepts instruction, they will bring him …«34 The verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ also appears with a similar sense in the medieval copy of the Damascus Document, CD VI,10-11: ‫וזולתם‬ ‫הרשיע‬ ‫קץ‬ ‫בכל‬ ‫במה‬ ‫להתהלך‬ ‫המחוקק‬ ‫חקק‬ ‫אשר‬ ‫במחוקקות‬ ‫הצדק‬ ‫יורה‬ ‫עמד‬ ‫עד‬ ‫ישיגו‬ ‫לא‬ »… (with) the decrees which were enacted by the commander, so that (they) walk in them during all the era of wickedness, and only these (statutes) they (i. e., the nobles/diggers of the well) will accept until the teacher of righteousness arises …«35 These examples from the DSS suggest that the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ must have commonly been used to express reception / acceptance in Second Temple times.
Furthermore, the nuance »understand« or »comprehend« for ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ also seems plausible given the analogous uses of ‫.מצא‬ In Prov 4:22, ‫מצא‬ appears as a participle: ‫מצאיהם‬ »those who understand them«, the antecedent to the pronoun being ‫אמרי/דברי‬ »my words / my words« from 4:20. In Judg 14:18, ‫מצא‬ occurs with the accusative »riddle ‫«]חידתי[‬ (»you would not have understood my riddle«).36 The verb ‫מצא‬ with ‫דבר‬ »word« also occurs in this sense in Ben Sira ‫דברי(‬ ‫תמצא‬ »you will comprehend my words«) in Sir 31:22 (= 34:22; Ms B), parallel to the expression ‫אמרי‬ ‫,תשיג‬ being discussed. In addition, ‫מצא‬ occurs with this sense in the DSS ‫תוצאותיה(‬ ‫ימצא‬ »he will understand its results« 4Q420 1a ii-b,4 = 4Q421 1a ii-b,14).37 It might also be pointed out that it is generally common for verbs that communicate »overtaking« or »seizing« to be connected with acquiring, attaining, and comprehending. For example, note Hebrew ֹ ‫תפש‬ »to grasp, understand«, the Greek verb καταλαμβάνω (»seize, understand, overtake«), which often translates Hebrew ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ in the LXX. The same semantic development is also apparent with the Hebrew verbs ‫דבק‬ and ‫דרך‬ in Ben Sira, as well as with their Aramaic cognates.38
The verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ is not commonly identified with the senses of »accept« and »understand« in the MT. Still, Kena'ani's dictionary, cited above, does list ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ with the sense »comprehend, understand« in Zech 1:6. In that passage, ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ is commonly construed, instead, in the sense »overtake« or »overwhelm«: »But, my words and statutes which I commanded my servants, the prophets, did they not overtake your ancestors?«39 This is usually associated with Deut 28:2,15,45, which mentions blessings and curses »overtaking« ‫ֹג(‬ ‫)נש‬ the Israelites in response to their obeying or disobeying the law. Although the syntax in Deuteronomy is explicit, the syntax of Zech 1:6 is instead ambiguous; that is, it is unclear what the subject is. Even if the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ did not call to mind the specific sense of »under-stand« for the original author of Zechariah, it still seems that ancient readers read it with this sense or with the related sense of »accept«. For example, the LXX translator seems to have understood the phrase in both the sense »accept« as well as the sense »overtake«: »But, receive (δέχεσθε) my words and my precepts … did they not overtake (κατελάβοσαν) your fathers?«40 In addition, the Syriac translator seems to have read »words« and »statutes« as objects of ‫ֹג‬ ‫,נש‬ and translated various shades of meaning of the verb ‫,מצא‬ including its sense of »understand«, which he suggests may apply also to the passages Job 11:7a; Prov 2:5; Qoh 7:14,23-24,29; 8:17 (»The Function of Antanaclasis [mṣ' »to find« // mṣ' »to reach, overtake, grasp«] in Hebrew Poetry, Especially in the Book of Qoheleth,« CBQ 44 [1982] , 551-569). A similar sense »recognize« may pertain to Amos 8:12, where the object is »the word of the Lord.« 37 A similar expression (with ‫דבר‬ instead of ‫)אמר‬ is found in 4QMMT (4Q398 14-17 ii,6) ‫כן‬ ‫דברינו‬ ‫מקצת‬ ‫במצאך‬ »when you find some of our words true« (also in 4Q399 1 ii,3 ‫[כן[‬ ‫מדברינו‬ ‫,)במצאך‬ though in these cases the adverbial use of ‫כן‬ makes the expression with ‫מצא‬ unambiguous and suggests the nuance »find one in a condition«. 38 Examples can easily be found even in modern languages too, like English (»grasp« and »ap-prehend«), French (»saisir«), and German (»erfassen«). 39 The relevant portion reads: ‫אבותיכם‬ ‫ֹיגו‬ ‫הּש‬ ‫הלוא‬ ‫הנביאים‬ ‫עבדי‬ ‫את‬ ‫צויתי‬ ‫וחקי‬ ‫דברי‬ ‫.אך‬ 40 The translation is that of NETS, 814.
the Hebrew verb with a Syriac verb of mentation: »But the words and commandments that I commanded my servants, the prophets, your ancestors remembered ('tdkrw) them«. These translations, therefore, offer additional evidence (though admittedly modest) that ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ was construed in the sense of »accept« or »under-stand« in Second Temple times.
Conclusion
This brief note describes the reasons it seems likely that ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ should be translated »attain« in Isa 35:10; 51:11; »encounter« in Sir 12:5; and »accept« or »understand« in Sir 12:12 and 31:22 (= 34:22) . In each case, a human is subject of the verb and an abstraction is its grammatical object. The significance of this finding is twofold. First, a proper understanding of the meaning of the verb in the respective passages illuminates the verb's semantic development in Second Temple times, where it is used more and more in a figurative sense. Second, construing the subject of the verb as a human that achieves or comprehends something underscores the agency of the actors. Furthermore, in relation to Sir 12:12 and 31:22 (= 34:22), construing the verb with the subject »words« implies an allusion to the Deuteronomic admonitions that predict blessings and curses »overtaking« the Israelites (Deut 28:2,15,45) which is really not present.
It remains unknown, of course, if ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ was part of the original Ben Sira text in the passages discussed above. More so than the MT, the medieval copies of Ben Sira are rife with errors, additions, interpolations, archaisms, and linguistic modernizations.41 Thus, it is uncertain which words derive from the medieval period and which from the era closer to the time of the text's composition, that is, the Second Temple era. Even within a single verse, some words might derive from a later idiom and others from an earlier idiom.
For Sir 12:12, the Greek verb that translates ‫ֹג‬ ‫,נש‬ ἐπιγιγνώσκω, as well as related words like γιγνώσκω, προγιγνώσκω, συγγιγνώσκω, do not correspond with ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ elsewhere.42 All the same, the loosely similar phrases from 1QS and CD, together with the ancient translations of Zech 1:6, suggest that the verb ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ did indicate cognitive acceptance and/or understanding in Second Temple times. prétation proposée par plusieurs ressources et commentaires récents, il est ici défendu que le verbe ‫ֹג‬ ‫נש‬ indique le plus vraisemblablement le fait d'atteindre un but abstrait positif en Es 35,10; 51,11; la rencontre avec une abstraction négative en Sir 12,5; et l'acceptation ou la compréhension (cognitive) en Sir 12, 12; 31, 22 (=34, 22) .
